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ABSTRACT 



In the last decade, a technological revolution has touched 
all aspects of business and society in Australia, the Western world, and to a 
lesser extent, the developing world. This revolution has occurred against a 
backdrop of long-term fundamental changes in rural Australian communities. 

The decline in traditional agriculture’s terms of trade and resultant 
employment numbers has seen many communities that were previously reliant on 
agriculture looking for means to survive. The Internet has been seized on by 
many as the potential savior for rural Australia. The Internet also poses a 
significant threat, further opening up communities to global forces outside 
their control, with potentially damaging effects. This study explores both 
sides of the equation for rural Australia through chapters on the demand side 
of Internet access, the digital divide, the Australian business sector and 
the Internet, the supply side of Internet access in regional Australia, the 
Internet and the Bush, the Australian information technology and 
telecommunications sector, e-commerce and regional Australia, regional 
business and community partnerships, key factors for harnessing the benefits 
of the Internet, and a final chapter on what the future holds. Seven case 
studies showcase how many rural communities and businesses are dealing 
successfully with the Internet. Two appendices describe community- development 
information technology programs supported by the U.S. and Australian 
governments. (Contains 23 references.) (TD) 
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Foreword 



The last decade has seen a technological revolution, which has touched all aspects of business 
and society in Australia, the western world and to a lesser extent, the developing world. 

This revolution has occurred against a backdrop of a longer period of fundamental changes in the 
Australian rural economy and communities. The decline in traditional agriculture’s terms of 
trade and resultant employment numbers has seen many communities that were previously reliant 
on agriculture looking for means to keep their communities alive. 

The Internet has been seized on by many as the potential savior for rural Australia and this study 
looks at some of the reasons and examples of where this may be becoming a reality. The Internet 
however also poses a significant threat, further opening communities up to global forces outside 
their control with potentially damaging effects. 

This study explores both sides of this equation for rural Australia and showcases how many 
communities and businesses, here and overseas, is dealing with it. 

This project was funded from RIRDC Core Funds which are provided by the Federal 
Government. 

This report, a new addition to RIRDC’s diverse range of over 700 research publications, forms 
part of our Human Capital, Communications and Information Systems R&D program, which 
aims to enhance human capital and facilitate innovation in rural industries and communities. 

Most of our publications are available for viewing, downloading or purchasing online through 
our website: 

■ downloads at www.rirdc.gov.au/reports/Index.htm 

■ purchases at www.rirdc.gov.au/eshop 



Peter Core 
Managing Director 

Rural Industries Research and Development Corporation 
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Executive Summary 

Today, a third of all Australians living outside our capital cities access the Internet at home. 
Globally, a third of consumers will purchase over the Internet this year. The power of the global 
online economy is increasingly evident. What is not clear is whether rural and regional Australia 
is sharing in that power, or is suffering as a result. 

The study looks at where regional Australia is placed in the global online world from both a 
demand and supply side. Issues on the supply side, such as affordable access and bandwidth 
availability are assessed as the ISP market begins to mature and competition begins to take hold. 

Demand for access and e-commerce, and the reasons behind lagging demand in some areas of 
business and the community, are highlighted in this study. It is apparent that many regional small 
to medium enterprises have only just begun to take advantage of this new market of online 
consumers, which is generating local, regional and international demand for Australian goods, 
services and information. 

While larger businesses in Australia have almost reached saturation in terms of Internet access 
and home pages, they are proving slow to take-up the regional tele-working opportunities that 
have resulted in the sort of employment seen in the Scottish case study outlined in this report. 

The relatively dispersed nature of Australia’s regional population may mean that only the highly 
populated regional areas where unemployment is very high, such as the north coast of Tasmania, 
benefit from this trend. 

There is little doubt that the Internet has arrived in regional Australia at a time when the effects of 
globalisation are the greatest in our history. Many are feeling the negative effects of globalisation 
and structural change with dramatic changes to the types of jobs and markets available and the 
skills required to keep those jobs and customers. Nothing brings this home to us more vividly 
than the Internet, being able to interact and trade with people from anywhere in the world, from 
your home or living room no matter how ‘remote’ you may be. 

What this study has found is that while this change is largely outside our control, the benefits that 
can be extracted from this change are not. The communities showcased in this report were 
already feeling the downside of structural change in the economy, like so many rural 
communities in Australia and around the world. They have already lost many people to city jobs, 
families to larger regional centres and businesses folding as a result. 

Their ability to turn the Internet and the opportunities that e-commerce presents are the upside of 
the pain of structural change. The communities and business showcased in this report have 
confronted the change in their communities and have harnessed the Internet to help re-structure 
their communities and businesses to provide growth in their futures. 

There will probably be even greater change as a result of their actions, with the dislocation index 
referred to in Chapter 6 confirming the old adage - no pain, no gain. These communities and 
businesses utilising e-commerce may well be speeding up the change and the associated pain, 
however they will also be the first to see the gains from those efforts. 
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Studies highlighted in this report demonstrate that those communities which rely heavily on a 
narrow economic base of largely bulk exportable commodities, such as the mining and broadacre 
agricultural industries, are disadvantaged by the structural change brought about by adoption of 
e-commerce. Job losses outweigh any real GDP growth from e-commerce adoption where the 
economic base is heavily reliant on these industries. All other regions in Australia make net 
gains over the next decade from the adoption of the Internet and e-commerce. 

On the positive side, it is clear from the case studies that there is a path to maturity for a business 
and communities in the process of making the information economy pay. Like many e- 
commerce early adopters, the early forays into the setting up of telecentres and ISP’s by 
communities such as Tumby Bay and Coolah, and of websites by businesses such as Windsong 
Records and Kangaroo Pacific Trading, may not have been initially profitable. However, the 
knowledge and infrastructure that has resulted has provided a very sound platform for sustainable 
economic growth for these businesses and communities. 

Initial capital funding has been fundamental to communities and businesses alike in their efforts 
to secure part of the global online market place, with some utilising their funding more adeptly 
than others. It is also very clear from all die case studies in this report that technology very 
quickly moves from being the need, to being simply the platform for sound, sustainable online 
businesses and communities. 

Leadership and vision are essential ingredients that came up in every community interviewed for 
this report. “Leadership burnout” is a key issue for regional communities and the speed at which 
communities can move from initial ideas to sound, sustainable IT businesses is very important to 
limiting this burnout. 

The real winners from the uptake of the Internet in regional Australia will be those that maximise 
the opportunities that e-commerce and the Internet can deliver. The losers will be those 
communities who passively adopt the technology without harnessing it to assist their 
communities to grow. 
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Case Studies contained in this report 



Coolah, NSW - a strong vision and community commitment, external and local funding in 
partnership to provide employment, affordable Internet access and skills to a small NSW 
community, traditionally reliant on agriculture. 



Tumby Bay, SA - another community historically with a narrow economic base, the local 
businesses have developed websites and attracted greater tourism, affordable Internet access and 
a telecentre has been set-up. 



Maffra, Vic - significant effort and funds have been directed towards access and local business 
uptake of web services. Despite this, many sectors of the local region still lack the skills to 
effectively utilise online services. 



Windsong Records, NSW - an Internet based marketing and distribution avenue for Australian 
artists run from Brunswick Heads in NSW. 



Kangaroo Pacific Trading - The small Tasmanian town of Westbury, 25km west of 
Launceston, is home to one of Australia’s most successful e-commerce businesses, Kangaroo 
Pacific Trading. The business specialises in the sale of Australian Football League t-shirts. 
While this might sound like a fairly limited market, nothing could be further from the truth. 
KanagarooTrading.com sells 95 per cent of its products into the U.S.A. 



Outer Hebrides, Scotland - work opportunities in the Western Isles are few and far between 
but Morrison has been able to create over 100 new jobs. What’s more these are jobs in the IT 
and customer service areas rather than the traditional labour intensive industries. An 
outstanding advocate for teleworking, Morrison now has a skills register of over 600 highly 
qualified people living in the Western Isles. 



Newfoundland, Canada — an example of a region whose approach to sustainable Internet take- 
up has gone through many stages. The town is now in the third generation of a regional IT 
strategy to foster local economic and business development. As a result Clarenville has the 
highest annual population growth rate in the province. 
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